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Good afternoon Madam Chairwoman and Members of the Committee.

My name is Verlie Ruffin and | am the Director/Ombudsman for the Office of

Children’s Ombudsman (0OCO). Joining me today is Charlot_te.s‘mith, 0COo
Supervisor.

Among _othér duties, the 0COis responsible for inVestigatin_g complaints about

the ha.ndfing of children’s cases by the Department of Human Services and private:
child placing'agenciés'with respect to children’s protective services, foster care,
addption services and juvenilé justice. Our investigatjons consist of reviewing
agency actions to determ_iné whether they complied with law and -po!icies.

I'am here today to testify on behalf of several amendments to the Children’s

~ Ombudsman Act (PA 204) as delineated in HB 4050, The Children’s Ombudsman

Act was strengthened by Ariana’s law in 2005.and now several years later,

- armendments are needed. | am confident that the changes [\am"requestin"g will
“better equip our office in meeting the needs of the children and families involved-

in the child welfare system.

Charlotte and | will provide an overview of the'a.mendfnents lam r'eq‘uestring as.. -
outlined in the attéched document: “Summary of Proposed Changes to the
“Children’s Ombudsman Act (COA), April 2013.7 -




Summary of Proposed Changes
‘To The Children’s Ombudsman Act (COA)
| April 2013

Section 5a(d)

CUrr_entI_y the COA states that the Ombudsman shall“review each departmental death
review team study in which a child’s death may have resulted from child abuse or child
neglect.” The child death review team study does not exist and never has, so.the OCO -

would like to strike the language.

Section 6

- There is currently no statutory requirement that the OCO investigate cases where a
-child may have died as a result of possible child abuse or neglect. Although the OCO,
on its own, has been conducting investigations, it is important to include specific -

’ Ianguage in the statute. The OCO believes this is in keeping with the intent of the- 2005
amendments and has become an expected practice among the publlc and legislature.

- Section b‘c and Sectlon 7(1} & 7(2)

References to investigating adoption attorneys were removed b'y‘the Ie'gis[atu re in the
2005 amendments. Legally, the. OCO cannot investigate any attorneys since that is the
responsibility of the State Court Admlnlstratlve Office and/or the Attorney Grievance

Commission.
‘Section 6_(D)

‘This section had a sunset prov1s:0h of 1/3/2010. OCO would like to be able to have
subpoena power. The DHS director suggested that the OCO should have this section

returned to the statute.
Section_ 8(3)

The 2005 amendments to the OCO’s statute included the authority to inveetigate'
juvenile delinquency cases. (See Section 5a). Juvenile dellnquency is added here for
conS|stency as were the words Management.and Budget. -

| ‘;References to specific computer systems was deleted because the names of the

o systems used by DHS changes periodically. DHS will be phasing out SWSS and-

replacing it with a new system in 2013 and CIMS is no longer used.




. Section 9(4)

This proposed amendment would allow the OCO to share the results of its investigation
- with officials handling a criminal case. Currently, the Ombudsman cannot release the
results of an investigation to our complainant if there is an ongoing CPS or criminal- -
investigation. The amendment would give the OCO the authority to release the results.
of its investigation to a complainant if law enforcement, local prosecutor, or DHS has
indicated that either their investigation is closed or that the release of the Ombudsman’s
report will not interfere W|th their ongomg mvestlgatlon :

OCO routinely contacts CPS to find out if there is an ongoing mvestigatlon The OCO -
also instituted a procedure that requires contact:ng the local prosecuting attorney about
a criminal case that involves the same children in a case the OCO has investigated.
The purpose of the contact is to find out whether releasing the results of the OCO
investigation would interfere with the criminal case or ongoing law enforcement
investigation. Prosecuting attorneys have been open to informing the OCO of their
.decision and appreciate being contacted. However, an inherent problem is that the .
OCO cannot legally share the results of the OCQ’s investigation (whether DHS violated
law, policy or procedure) with law enforcement or the prosecuting attorney. Before
being able to make an informed decision about whether information obtained by the
OCO would interfere with the criminal case, the prosecutmg attorney or detective wants
to know what mformatton the OCO has.

~ If the OCO cannot share the results of tts investigation with mdl\nduals handlmg the
“criminal case/investigation, the OCO complainant must wait until after the legal case -
‘has concluded (including any ensuing trial). The R|cky Holland case is an example
where the OCO's investigation was completed but since the Holland’s criminal trial was
ongoing, it was months before the OCO could provide complainants with the results of
the OCO’s investigation. It was later determined that none of the information contained
in the OCQ's violation report was relevant to the criminal case. : .

Section 9(5)

This proposed.amendment would require that the OCO receive notice from DHS or the -
prosecuting attorney prior to providing the complainant with the results of an OCO

' mvestlgation




Al centeet with the 0CQ s smc’é: y
eoﬁfidentﬁai

The 0@0 is nei an emergency

intervention service. if you have a
‘coneern that needs immediate
attention, call your county
Department of Human Services -
-gffice or law enforcement.

How are '.coﬁh‘.E"piai.nis investigated?

If the OCO demdee to open a case for
investigation of your complaint, you will be

" notified by letter.. The OCO wiil order a copy" _
of the child's cenﬁdentfal DHS and/or private .

' child-placing agency case file. An OCO

investigator will then conduct an independent -
invésﬁgati’dn;_of the complainant’s issties by: "

. Rewewmg documenas contained in the
- file {agency documents, court |
- documents, med_ical records, etc) -

s - Interviewing caseworkers, supervisors
and other professionals who have
knowledge of the child case.

‘e~ Determining whether the agency’s actions

“and decisions complied with laws and -
pohc:es inthe best mterest of the chx!a or

| 'Chaidren involved.
- if the OCO carmdt investigate your complaint,

you will be provided with'information that may
-assist you in resolving your concerns.

 What heppens aftes‘ an mvestagataen

ss eemp&eted’?

’ Al complamants will rece!ve written ne’af:oa- T
_ ’[iOﬂ of the resu[ts of OCO 8 mvestngatlon

B ‘i_f the QCJO f.mds tha_t ’the actions of DHS or a
. private-child:placing agency complied with
- law, rule orpolicy, the OCO will send a Iener
B fo you DHS and the. cheld placmg agency

M;ssmn Statement

: ‘The mission of the Ofﬁce of the Children’ s Ombudsman is 1o assure the safety and weiE bemg of Michegan s
- children in need of foster care, adopi;on and protective services and o’ promote public confidence in the
,chaid welfaré system This will be accomplished through mdependentiy investigating: compiamts

‘ advocatmg for chnfdren and recommendmg changes toi :mprove law, pohcy and pfactlce for the beheflt of o

- current and future generatsons

stating that the 0CO has completed its investi-

gation and closed your case.

If the OCO finds that'an agency did not comply
with faw, rule, or policy, the OCO wili notify
DHS and the private-child placing agency of.
the results of the investigation. After the

-agency’ responde in‘writing to the OCO, you

will receive a c!osmg report that:informs you of
the results of the OCQ's investigation, the
agency's response, and any actions taken fo
address or correct-the identified problem(s).

Hew do i get mere mformat;eﬁ abeui |
the OCO'? | '

Contact our ofﬂce and request a copy of
our-Annual Report. - Each-fiscal year, the
- Ombudsman-submits an annual report to
~ the Governor, Legislature, and DHS Direc-
. tor.- The report contains: statistical informa-
" tjon about the work of the OCO andrec-
‘ommendations for changes m the chsid
we[fare eystem P

e Vrszt our webszte at

~ www.michigan, govioco. You il find our

' annual reports in addition fo' helpfui infor-
. ‘mation for parents, relat;ve caremvers and
- '_;foster parents RN

Total Numbe1 ofCop:es Prmted 20 000, I'ota] Cost : 1 414 i9; :

Cost Per Copv: $0.G71.., . I




What is an Ombudsman?

‘Ombudsman {om-buds-man) is a Swedish
term for an appoinied governmerit official -
who investigales citizen complaints, reports

findings, and helps achieve sofutions,

What is the Office of Chil dren s
Gﬁpudeman‘? '

B - The Office 'of Children’s Ombudsman '

(OCOJ is an independent state agency-cre-

ated by Public Act 204 of 1994 (the Chit- -
drer’s Ombudsman Act.). The Children’s

- Ombudsman is appoinied by the Governor. - . '

with the advice and consent of the Michi-
- gan Senate. The' OCO staff consists of a
‘mufti- drsmpnnary team of professronais

' What does ’Ene OC?@ do?’

The OCO has the !egai authorrty to

W !ndepenoently investigate compiamts ol
about children invelved with protective - . -

. senices, foster cars, adoption ser-
= vices, and'juvenile justice.

- e 'Determine if an action or decision was -
o -made accordlng to the laws, rules and-.~

-pollmes governing the Department of R
Human Services (DHS) andprivate © . -

child placing-agencies.

‘B

g child.

-« Investigate cases involving children who
- have died as a result of child abuse or ne-

“glect when there has been prevrous
agency involvement.

o 'Make recomrnendat?ons fo the Govemor ,

‘Legisiature and the DHS director to i |m
~ prove the child Weifare system '

o o Educate the public about chrld weifare |

- laws and poilczes

- What issues are not snveshgated by-.' o

‘Ehe GCG‘?

T The OCOC has no legal authority to mvest;gate
compiainte thate xclusrvely mvoive B

e Fnend of the Couri issues (custody, e

paren’ung time, child: supporl)
«  Guardianship -
“ e School problems .
" e Law-enforcément -
.« Courtorders
C e Judges .

. : Th e OCO can p.rovide:yoU-Wi_Th referral -

* Take all neceeeary action, including legal
action, to protect the nghts and welfare of. o

infermation regarding who may be able fo

help you.

What should | do before cafling the -

GC0o?

y Anyone may file a complaint with the Qco. it

nossible, first, try to resolve your problem by~

~ -contacting DHS or the child placing agency.
handling the case. Many fimes an agency

official can explain a specific policy or correct.

~a problem, When you ccntact the agency, - :
-‘rememberto ' _ P

2" Have allthe relevant information. 'if'helpé S
{0 write down the problem and your ques— S

tions. ahead of nme

e Talk to the ri_ght people.éf youcannotre< .
 solve the problem with the caseworker, -
ask to speak to the worker's supemvisor. If
you are siill not satisfied, contact thepro-
gram managerand agency director. Be . -

sure to clearly state whai you want the :
agency to do '

. Keep careful notes and records of who ‘
-~ you spoke to; the dates, times and phone

numbers and what you were told

e _ Carefully read all information that is senth“ |

o you since there are often rules and
deadhnes ihat must be followed

How are cempiaﬁnt_e filed with the
OCo?

There are several ways 1o file a complaini:

= - Emait the compleint form found on our )
wehsite at www.méchigan.gcw’o‘co.

. 'Cad our toll free number, i -800-642- 4326
- fo reguest a complaint form and postage
paid envelope. :

» Call our foll free number during business
© hours, Monday-Friday, 8 a.m.-5 p.m. {you
may also leave a message after hours and
" on the-weekends) and provide the

- following information: -

= Child or children’ S names and birth
. dates :
"o - County DHS office or pnvate
.- agency involved :
»  Brief description of the ptoblem
e Actions you are requesting from
¥ the OCO

o Maila Ietre'r that includes the above
. information and a pncne numherwhere .

' you can be reached.

After ycu have provided the necessary

information, the Intake Investigator will call you
*io gather additional information so thata -

decision can be made regarding whether to -

- open a case for investigation.




